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INTRODUCTION 

The United States Department of Agriculture Farm Service Agency proposes to implement a 
new program authorized by the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (the 2008 Farm 
Bill) in the State of North Dakota. The Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program 
(VPA-HIP) provides grants to State and tribal governments to encourage owners and operators 
of privately-held farm, ranch, and forest land to voluntarily make that land available for access 
by the public for wildlife-dependent recreation, including hunting, fishing, and other compatible 
recreation and to improve fish and wildlife habitat on their land. The VPA-HIP is administered 
by the State or tribal government that receives the grant funds. 
The State of North Dakota, through the North Dakota Game and Fish Department 
(Department), proposes to use VPA-HIP grant funds to expand its existing public access 
programs to provide the public with more opportunities for walk-in hunting. The Department 
works closely with over 2,500 landowners who voluntarily participate in existing private land 
access programs such as the CRP Access program, Habitat Plot program, Working Lands 
program, Food Plot program, Private Forest Conservation program and others. These programs 
provide financial incentives to allow public access to their lands as well as providing cost share 
to improve wildlife habitat. These programs have opened more than one million acres of 
private land to the public in North Dakota.  
 
PREFFERED ALTERNATIVE 
 
The Preferred Alternative is the Proposed Action use VPA-HIP funds to expand its current 
Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) Incentive to provide the public with more opportunities for 
walk-in hunting. The WRP Incentive program is a hunting access program that dovetails with 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Wetland Reserve Program (WRP). The WRP 
Incentive program provides private landowners an opportunity to allow walk-in hunting access 
in exchange for financial incentives. 
 
REASONS FOR FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 
 
In consideration of the analysis documented in the Programmatic Environmental Assessment 
(EA) and in accordance with Council on Environmental Quality regulations 1508.27, the 
preferred alternative would not constitute a major State or Federal action affecting the human 
and natural environment. Therefore, this Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) has been 
prepared and an Environmental Impact Statement will not be prepared. This determination is 
based on the following: 



 

 
 

1. The proposed action will have long-term beneficial impacts to the hunting public from 
increased walk in access opportunities. 

2. The preferred alternative would not affect public health or safety. 
3. Unique characteristics of the geographic area (cultural resources, park lands, prime 

farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, and ecologically critical areas) would not be 
negatively impacted from implementation of the preferred alternative. 

4. There are no negative impacts on the quality of the human environment expected. 
5. The potential impacts on the human environment as described in the Programmatic EA 

are not uncertain nor do they involve unique or unknown risks. 
6. The preferred alternative would not establish a precedent for future actions with 

significant effects or represent a decision in principle about a future consideration. 
7. Cumulative impacts of the preferred alternative in combination with other recent, 

ongoing, or foreseeable future actions are not expected to be significant. 
8. The preferred alternative would not adversely affect districts, sites, highways, 

structures, or objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic 
Places. 

9. The preferred alternative would not have negative impacts to wildlife and their habitats, 
including endangered and threatened species under the Endangered Species Act of 
1973. 

10. The preferred alternative does not threaten a violation of Federal, State, or local law 
imposed for the protection of the environment. 
 

DETERMINATION 
 
On the basis of the analysis and information contained in the Programmatic EA and FONSI, it is 
my determination that adoption of the preferred alternative does not constitute a major 
Federal action affecting the quality of the human and natural environment. Barring any new 
data identified during the public and agency review of the Final Programmatic EA that would 
dramatically change the analysis presented in the EA or identification of a significant 
controversial issue, the Programmatic EA and this FONSI are considered Final 30 days after date 
of initial publication of the Notice of Availability. 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED:  _                    February 7, 2011 
    Signature    Date   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The United States Department of Agriculture Farm Service Agency proposes to implement a 
new program authorized by the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (the 2008 Farm 
Bill) in the State of North Dakota. The Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program 
(VPA-HIP) provides grants to State and tribal governments to encourage owners and operators 
of privately-held farm, ranch, and forest land to voluntarily make that land available for access 
by the public for wildlife-dependent recreation, including hunting, fishing, and other compatible 
recreation and to improve fish and wildlife habitat on their land. The VPA-HIP is administered 
by the State or tribal government that receives the grant funds. 
 
The North Dakota Game and Fish Department (Department) proposes to implement the 
Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program (VPA-HIP). The Department is proposing 
to use VPA-HIP funds to expand its current Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) Incentive to 
provide the public with more opportunities for walk-in hunting. The WRP Incentive program is a 
hunting access program that dovetails with the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
Wetland Reserve Program (WRP). The WRP Incentive program provides private landowners an 
opportunity to allow walk-in hunting access in exchange for financial incentives.  
 

Proposed Action 
 
The Proposed action is to implement the VPA-HIP in North Dakota. The Department will offer 
an additional incentive of 15 percent of the NRCS-developed GARC value of WRP lands in 
exchange for 30-years of walk-in public access for hunting through the Private Land Open To 
Sportsmen (PLOTS) Program.   
 
Purpose and Need 
 
The purpose of the Proposed Action is to use VPA-HIP grant funds to offer an additional 
incentive of 15 percent of the total value in exchange for 30-years of walk-in public access for 
hunting through the Private Land Open To Sportsmen (PLOTS) Program. The objective of the 
program is to enroll 20,000 acres of WRP into public access agreements for 30 years resulting in 
600,000 acre-years of public access to quality wildlife habitat. By providing access to WRP 
contracts, the Department is essentially banking acres ahead for the future. Nearly 8,000 acres 
(240,000 acre-years) are already enrolled in the program and $850,000 of federal Pittman-
Robertson funds ($637,500 federal – 75%, and $212,500 state – 25%) are currently budgeted 
for new offers, however, the current budget will only fund approximately 6,500 acres (195,000 
acre-years). This leaves a goal shortfall of 5,500 acres. The amount of additional funding 
through VPA-HIP will help NDGF to reach this goal.  
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Environmental Consequences 
 
This Programmatic Environmental Assessment has been prepared to analyze the potential 
environmental consequences associated with implementing the Proposed Action (Preferred 
Alternative) or the No Action Alternative. Under the Proposed Action, UDWR would utilize VPA-
HIP funds to offer an additional incentive of 15 percent of the total value in exchange for 30-
years of walk-in public access for hunting through the Private Land Open To Sportsmen (PLOTS) 
Program. Under the No Action Alternative, the Department’s WRP Incentive program would 
continue as administered, but would not reach desired goals. The potential environmental 
consequences of implementing the Proposed Action would be beneficial to the hunting public, 
private landowners and local and rural economies as increased opportunities for walk-in 
hunting will be realized.  A summary of environmental consequences is provided in the 
following table. 
 

Resource Proposed Action No Action 

Biological Resources 
(vegetation, wildlife 
and T&E species) 

 Minor, short-term impacts to 
vegetation from walk-in foot 
traffic on these areas during 
peak of hunting season. 

 Long term hunting access on 
these areas will benefit public 
and will not impact 
vegetation over the long term 

 Minor, short term impact to 
vegetation during initial 
boundary signing efforts from 
ATV or foot traffic.  

 Increased hunting 
opportunities may increase 
the potential to impact game 
species. Hunting will be used 
as an essential management 
tool to obtain adequate 
harvest of games species in 
accordance with state 
hunting laws and regulations. 

 Disturbance or incidental take 
of T&E species by increase 
hunting.  

 Expansion of the WRP 

Incentive program would not 

occur and VPA-HIP funding 

would not be available for 

walk-in public access 

programs. 

 Long term benefits to the 
public for hunting 
opportunities from walk-in 
access programs would not be 
realized.  

 Fewer hunting opportunities 
will result in less harvest of 
game species.  

 No disturbance or incidental 
take of T & E species. 

Recreation  Long term beneficial impacts 
to recreation are expected as 
a result of increased walk-in 
access opportunities for 

 Expansion of the WRP 
Incentive program would not 
occur And VPA-HIP funding 
would not be available for 
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public to enjoy wildlife 
resources. 

 Increased hunting 
expenditures from public due 
to increased availability of 
public access. 

walk-in public access 
programs. 

 Long term benefits of walk-in 
access programs for hunting 
would not be realized.  

 Current trends of less access 
for hunting continue. 

 Current walk in access 
programs continue. 

 Increase in commercialization 
of hunting for “exclusive 
hunting rights”. 

Socioeconomics  Increased recreational 
opportunities for public. 

 Increased revenue from 
goods and services and 
purchases (lodging, meals 
etc…) into local and rural 
economies. 

 Increased hunter access 
which could generate 
increased license sales and 
revenue for Department. 

 Private landowners will 
receive incentive payments 
for allowing walk-in access. 

 Implementation of program 
will create value of $750,000 
over a three year period. 

 There would be no impacts to 
minority or low income 
populations; therefore, there 
are no environmental justice 
concerns. 

 Fewer access opportunities for 
public, resulting in less 
hunting, less revenue for local 
communities, and fewer 
hunting license sales. 

 Fewer programs and 
opportunities for private 
landowners to receive 
payments for allowing walk-in 
access. 

 If not implemented, no 
additional value created and 
the long term benefits of walk-
in access for hunting would 
not be realized.  

 No direct negative impacts to 
local or rural economies would 
occur. 

 No environmental justice 
concerns would occur. 
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Chapter 1 PURPOSE and NEED 

1.1 Background 
The North Dakota Game and Fish Department (Department) proposes to implement the 
Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program (VPA-HIP). The Department is proposing 
to use VPA-HIP funds to expand its current Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) Incentive to 
provide the public with more opportunities for walk-in hunting. The WRP Incentive program is a 
hunting access program that dovetails with the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
Wetland Reserve Program (WRP). The WRP Incentive program provides private landowners an 
opportunity to allow walk-in hunting access in exchange for financial incentives.  
 
This Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) has been prepared by the Farm Service 
Agency (FSA) and the Department to analyze the potential environmental consequences 
associated with the proposed action and the no action alternative in accordance with the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (Public Law 91-190, 42 United States Code 4321 et 
seq.). This analysis is programmatic in nature and does not address individual site-specific 
impacts, which will be evaluated. As part of the site-specific environmental evaluation, NRCS 
will consult with the appropriate resource area agency lead, such as the State Historic 
Preservation Officer, to ensure impacts to protected resources do not occur. 
 
The Department works with private landowners who voluntarily participate in a variety of walk 
in hunting access and habitat programs such as the Working Lands Program, CRP Access 
Program, Habitat Plot Program, Food Plot Program, Private Forest Conservation Program, 
Wetland Reserve Program Incentive and others. The Department currently has over one million 
acres and 2,500 private landowners enrolled in these hunting access and habitat programs. The 
Department has about 8,000 acres of WRP enrolled in the WRP Incentive program with a goal 
of enrolling 20,000 acres. The Department is proposing to implement the VPA-HIP to help reach 
the goal of 20,000 acres in this program. Interest in WRP has soared the past several years and 
many of the private landowners have expressed interest in enrolling into the Department’s 
hunting access program, more specifically the WRP Incentive program (Table 1). The 
Department has a backlog of over 100 landowners interested in the WRP Incentive program. 
 

Table 1. FY2009-FY2011 - North Dakota Wetland Reserve Program Interest 

 FY2009 FY2010 FY2011 

Applications 722 568 900 

Acres requested 100,000 69,718 125,000 

Funding requested $77.9M $77.3 unknown 

Acres enrolled 23,800 20,000 unknown 

Funding expended $23.9M $31.2M unknown 
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1.2 Purpose and Need for the Voluntary Access Program 
Access to private land for hunting has been identified in the Department’s Strategic Plan, 
Winkleman Consulting Hunting Issues Research: Final Report and various national reports such 
as the Wildlife Management Institute (WMI) and Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies 
(AFWA) Hunting Heritage Action Plan - Hunter Access Program Assessment Survey Report, and 
Responsive Management’s North Dakota Hunting Survey, and the National Shooting Sports 
Foundation/Responsive Management’s The Future of Hunting and the Shooting Sports: 
Research-Based Recruitment and Retention Strategies as a limiting factor for maintaining the 
hunting heritage in North Dakota. The Department’s Private Lands Initiative (PLI) has three 
main goals:  

1. Conservation of habitats for fish and wildlife populations; 
2. Provide landowners interested in wildlife conservation with cost share assistance for 

developing and protecting habitat; and  
3. Provide the public with opportunities to access fish and wildlife resources on private 

land.  
However, the primary goal is habitat development and hunting access. By providing access to 
private land through the PLI, the Department can fulfill its mission, “to protect, conserve, and 
enhance fish and wildlife populations and their habitats for sustained consumptive and 
nonconsumptive use.”  
 
1.3 Objectives 
The Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) is the Nation’s premier wetlands restoration program. It 
is a voluntary program that offers landowners the opportunity to protect, restore, and enhance 
wetlands on their property. The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) manages 
the program, as well as provides technical and financial assistance to landowners who 
participate in WRP. WRP offers payment, based on the agricultural value, for wetlands and 
associated uplands that have been degraded or converted to agricultural uses.  WRP Pays up to 
75 percent reimbursement for restoration costs and allows landowner to retain control of 
access; public access is not required. The landowner maintains ownership of land and has the 
right to hunt, fish, trap, and pursue other undeveloped and appropriate recreational uses on 
the land. The land can be sold but the conservation easement runs with the land. WRP provides 
additional benefits for the entire community by improving water quality, enhancing habitat 
wildlife by maintaining or restoring some of the Nation’s most threatened resources-wetlands, 
reducing soil erosion, reducing flooding and improving water supplies. 

 
WRP can be used in North Dakota to secure 10-year restoration cost share agreements, 30-year 
easements or 30-year contracts with Tribes.  The WRP has experienced very high interest the 
past few years in North Dakota. During that time, approximately 45,000 acres of wetlands and 
associated upland habitats have been enhanced or restored through WRP. NRCS provides an 
easement payment based on the agricultural value, for wetlands and associated uplands that 
have been degraded or converted to agricultural uses. NRCS has developed an established 
Geographical Area Rate Cap (GARC) for each county in the state. WRP pays 75 percent of the 
GARC value as well as 75 percent reimbursement for restoration costs. The WRP contract 
allows the landowner to retain ownership of the land and to retain control of access for 
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hunting, fishing, trapping, or other undeveloped recreational uses. The North Dakota Game and 
Fish Department will offer an additional incentive of 15 percent of the total value in exchange 
for 30-years of walk-in public access for hunting through the Private Land Open To Sportsmen 
(PLOTS) Program. The objective of the program is to enroll 20,000 acres of WRP into public 
access agreements for 30 years resulting in 600,000 acre-years of public access to quality 
wildlife habitat. By providing access to WRP contracts, the Department is essentially banking 
acres ahead for the future. Nearly 8,000 acres (240,000 acre-years) are already enrolled in the 
program and $850,000 of federal Pittman-Robertson funds ($637,500 federal – 75%, and 
$212,500 state – 25%) are currently budgeted for new offers, however, the current budget will 
only fund approximately 6,500 acres (195,000 acre-years). This leaves a goal shortfall of 5,500 
acres. The amount of additional funding through VPA-HIP will help NDGF to reach this goal.  
 
Each parcel of WRP land enrolled in the Conservation PLOTS program will be identified by 
yellow triangle signs around the boundary. Two signs are used in each corner of the land and a 
sign is erected every half mile. These signs are mounted on steel posts and are maintained by 
the Department as part of the agreement with the landowner. Field crews consisting of private 
land biologists and temporary staff are used each summer/early fall to erect posts and signs on 
new parcels prior to the fall hunting seasons.  The Conservation PLOTS signs are typically posted 
near NRCS’ posts with boundary signage.  
 
The economic impacts of this grant to the rural economy of North Dakota extend beyond the 
amount being requested through the VPA grant. Payments will be made directly to private 
landowners; hunters will utilize these parcels of land for up to 30 years, visiting local small 
towns, motels, gas stations and other establishments. A long term access program like the WRP 
Incentive program is vital to the hunting heritage of North Dakota and the country.  
 
1.4 Regulatory Compliance 
This Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) has been prepared to satisfy the 
requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (Public Law 91-190, 42 United 
States Code 4321 et seq.); implementing regulations adopted by the Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ) (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 1500-1508); and FSA implementing 
regulations, Environmental Quality and Related Environmental Concerns – Compliance with 
NEPA (7 CFR 799). The intent of NEPA is to protect, restore, and enhance the natural and 
human environment through well-informed Federal decisions. A variety of laws, regulations, 
and Executive Orders (EOs) apply to actions undertaken by Federal agencies and form the basis 
of the analysis presented in this PEA. 
 
1.5 Organization of the PEA 
This PEA discloses the potential impacts of the proposed action and the no action alternative on 
affected environmental and economic resources.  

 Chapter 1.0 provides background information relevant to the proposed action and 
discusses the purpose and need for the proposed action.  

 Chapter 2.0 describes the proposed action and alternatives.  

 Chapter 3.0 describes the affected environment and environmental consequences. 
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 Chapter 4.0 explains the cumulative impacts and irreversible and irretrievable 
commitment of resources.  

 Chapter 5.0 explains mitigation measures. 

 Chapter 6.0 provides a list of preparers and agency contacts.  

 Chapter 7.0 contains references used in the PEA.  

 Appendix A provides a sample NEPA worksheet. 

 Appendix B programmatic agreement with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 Appendix C programmatic agreement with State Historic Preservation Officer. 

 Appendix D U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Federal Financial Grant Award. 

 List of tables. 

 Acronyms and Abbreviations. 
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Chapter 2 ALTERNATIVE ANALYSIS  
This chapter describes the proposed action and a no action alternative.  
 

2.1 Proposed Action Alternative (Preferred Alternative) 
The proposed action is to implement the VPA-HIP in North Dakota. The Department will offer 
an additional incentive of 15 percent of the NRCS-developed GARC value of WRP lands in 
exchange for 30-years of walk-in public access for hunting through the Private Land Open To 
Sportsmen (PLOTS) Program.  Each parcel of WRP land enrolled in the Conservation PLOTS 
program will be identified by yellow triangle signs around the boundary. Two signs are used in 
each corner of the land and a sign is erected every half mile. These signs are mounted on steel 
posts and are maintained by the Department as part of the agreement with the landowner. 
Field crews consisting of private land biologists and temporary staff are used each 
summer/early fall to erect posts and signs on new parcels prior to the fall hunting seasons.  The 
Conservation PLOTS signs are typically placed near NRCS’ posts with boundary signs. VPA-HIP 
funds will not be used for any ground disturbing activities; walking access and boundary sign 
posts are the only activities proposed, therefore, biological resources, recreation and 
socioeconomic resources will be analyzed in this PEA. Other resources such as soils, water 
resources, tribal and cultural resources, air quality and noise will not be analyzed in this PEA. 
Furthermore, the Department has additional NEPA compliance documents currently in place for 
implementing its public access programs, specifically a programmatic agreement with the US 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), a programmatic agreement with the State Historical 
Preservation Officer (SHPO) and a USFWS categorical exclusion for Pittman-Robertson federal 
aid funds that cover practices identical to those proposed in this PEA. Additionally, the 
Department has an EA for its Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP). These 
documents are attached as supporting material.  
 
2.2 No Action Alternative 
Under the No Action Alternative, the Department will not implement the VPA-HIP in North 
Dakota. The No Action Alternative does not meet the purpose and need of the Proposed Action, 
but is being carried forward in accordance with CEQ regulations to serve as the baseline against 
which potential impacts of the Proposed Action are measured. 
 
2.3 Resources eliminated from analysis 
CEQ regulations (40 CFR §1501.7) state that the lead agency shall identify and eliminate from 
detailed study the issues which are not important or which have been covered by prior 
environmental review, narrowing the discussion of these issues in the document to a brief 
presentation of why they would not have a significant effect on the human or natural 
environment. As described above, the Proposed Action consists of implementing the VPA-HIP 
through the WRP Incentive program. The Department has used USFWS Pittman-Robertson 
funds in the past for the WRP Incentive program and prior environmental review NEPA 
compliance documents are currently in place for implementing the WRP Incentive program, 
specifically a programmatic agreement with the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), a 
programmatic agreement with the State Historical Preservation Officer (SHPO) and a USFWS 
categorical exclusion for Pittman-Robertson federal aid funds that cover practices identical to 
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those proposed in this PEA. There are several resource areas that have no potential for 
environmental impacts and thus, from a programmatic level, the Proposed Action would have 
little to no impact on the following resource areas: 
 
2.3.1 Soils  
No ground disturbing activities will take place on these areas therefore no soil erosion or runoff 
will result from implementation of this program. Walk-in access may have minor, short term 
impacts to standing vegetation, however, no long term impacts to the vegetation will occur and 
no direct impacts, short term or long term, to soils will occur from implementing the Proposed 
Action. 
 
2.3.2 Water Resources  
No ground disturbing activities will take place on these areas, therefore, no water quality issues 
from soil erosion or runoff will result from implementation of this program. Walk-in access may 
have minor, short term impacts to standing vegetation around wetlands, however, no long 
term impacts to the wetlands or vegetation will occur and no direct impacts, short term or long 
term, to water resources will occur from implementing the Proposed Action. 
 
2.3.3 Cultural and Tribal Resources  

The Proposed Action would not directly or indirectly impact any cultural, tribal or historic 
resources, either architectural or archaeological. No aspect of the Proposed Action would allow 
for purposeful destruction of any cultural, tribal or historical resources. NRCS conducts site 
specific EE’s prior to the Department enrolling these lands into the WRP Incentive program-
walk-in access program. As part of NRCS’ site specific EE, consultation with the State Historic 
Preservation Officer would occur to ensure protection of any nearby cultural, tribal and 
historical resources. Because landowners enrolled in WRP reserve the rights to control access, 
activities such as walk in hunting are allowed and considered compatible with WRP and is not 
considered an extenuating circumstance identified during the site specific EE review, therefore, 
it can be deduced there will be no impacts to cultural, tribal or historical resources from the 
Proposed Action being implemented. 
 
2.3.4 Air Quality  

A measurable change air quality, particulates, is not anticipated from hunters using these areas. 
Pollutant emissions from vehicle exhaust and dust from nearby roads may cause a temporary 
increase in particulate matter; however, this is already occurring along these roads from other 
rural, farming or local traffic. No significant environmental impacts to air quality are expected 
by implementing the Proposed Action. 
 
2.3.5 Noise  

The Proposed Action would not create any new permanent sources of noise to the 
environment. Enrolling new lands into the WRP Incentive program may introduce gunfire noise 
on lands where public hunting has not occurred in the past. This noise would be intermittent 
and occur during daylight hours during specified hunting seasons. In addition, the minimum 
tract size required for the program is 80 acres and the Department takes safety issues into 
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consideration during the enrollment process. These tracts are located in rural areas and the 
Department makes every effort to make adjacent landowners or neighbors aware of the 
program.  No environmental impacts from noise are expected by implementing the Proposed 
Action.  
 
2.4 Public Involvement 
The Department has had several meetings discussing strategy and planning for use of VPA-HIP 
funds. There have also been news releases and some media coverage of the announcement of 
VPA-HIP funds. The Department works with conservation partners such as Ducks Unlimited, 
Pheasants Forever and others to host landowner workshops for the purpose of educating 
landowners about conservation programs, hunting and public access programs. VPA-HIP was 
discussed at several of these workshops in 2009 and 2010 in anticipation of the program. VPA-
HIP was also recently discussed at a December 2010 USDA State Technical Committee meeting 
with no negative comments.  
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Chapter 3 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES  

This chapter provides a description of the existing environmental conditions that have the 
potential to be affected from implementation of the Proposed Action and the potential 
environmental impacts that may occur to those resources. Resource areas potentially impacted 
by the Proposed Action and covered in this PEA include: 

 Biological Resources 

 Recreation 

 Socioeconomics 
 

Resource Proposed Action No Action 

Biological Resources 
(vegetation, wildlife 
and T&E species) 

 Minor, short-term impacts to 
vegetation from walk-in foot 
traffic on these areas during 
peak of hunting season. 

 Long term hunting access on 
these areas will benefit public 
and will not impact 
vegetation over the long term 

 Minor, short term impact to 
vegetation during initial 
boundary signing efforts from 
ATV or foot traffic.  

 Increased hunting 
opportunities may increase 
the potential to impact game 
species. Hunting will be used 
as an essential management 
tool to obtain adequate 
harvest of games species in 
accordance with state 
hunting laws and regulations. 

 Disturbance or incidental take 
of T&E species by increase 
hunting.  

 Expansion of the WRP 

Incentive program would not 

occur and VPA-HIP funding 

would not be available for 

walk-in public access 

programs. 

 Long term benefits to the 
public for hunting 
opportunities from walk-in 
access programs would not be 
realized.  

 Fewer hunting opportunities 
will result in less harvest of 
game species.  

 No disturbance or incidental 
take of T & E species. 

Recreation  Long term beneficial impacts 
to recreation are expected as 
a result of increased walk-in 
access opportunities for 
public to enjoy wildlife 
resources. 

 Increased hunting 
expenditures from public due 

 Expansion of the WRP 
Incentive program would not 
occur And VPA-HIP funding 
would not be available for 
walk-in public access 
programs. 

 Long term benefits of walk-in 
access programs for hunting 
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to increased availability of 
public access. 

would not be realized.  

 Current trends of less access 
for hunting continue. 

 Current walk in access 
programs continue. 

 Increase in commercialization 
of hunting for “exclusive 
hunting rights”. 

Socioeconomics  Increased recreational 
opportunities for public. 

 Increased revenue from 
goods and services and 
purchases (lodging, meals 
etc…) into local and rural 
economies. 

 Increased hunter access 
which could generate 
increased license sales and 
revenue for Department. 

 Private landowners will 
receive incentive payments 
for allowing walk-in access. 

 Implementation of program 
will create value of $750,000 
over a three year period. 

 There would be no impacts to 
minority or low income 
populations; therefore, there 
are no environmental justice 
concerns. 

 Fewer access opportunities for 
public, resulting in less 
hunting, less revenue for local 
communities, and fewer 
hunting license sales. 

 Fewer programs and 
opportunities for private 
landowners to receive 
payments for allowing walk-in 
access. 

 If not implemented, no 
additional value created and 
the long term benefits of walk-
in access for hunting would 
not be realized.  

 No direct negative impacts to 
local or rural economies would 
occur. 

 No environmental justice 
concerns would occur. 
 

 
3.1 Biological Resources 
In this PEA, biological resources include vegetation, wildlife, and T&E species. Biological 
resources are included in this PEA because expanding the public access programs and 
increasing hunting opportunities may have short term impacts to vegetation during peak of the 
hunting season and during actual boundary signing. Increased hunting opportunities may 
increase the potential for impacting game populations. 
 
3.1.1 Affected Environment 
The Proposed Action covers the entire state; however, the biological resources discussed in this 
PEA focus on the environments that may be impacted. A very brief overview of the affected 
environments is explained in the following sections. 
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3.1.1.1 Vegetation  
Vegetation can be characterized as grassland being the dominant species. Key species include 
native and introduced species such as prairie junegrass, little bluestem, needle-and-thread, 
blue grama, green needlegrass, porcupine grass, prairie cordgrass, Northern reedgrass, plains 
muhly, Western wheatgrass, Kentucky bluegrass, smooth brome, crested wheatgrass, 
intermediate wheatgrass, tall wheatgrass, big bluestem, pasque flower, torch flower, yarrow, 
gumweed, golden aster, prairie rose, Missouri milkvetch, purple loco, lead plant, Indian 
breadroot, purple prairie-clover, gaura, hairy puccoon, harebell, goldenrod, smooth fleabane, 
perennial ragweed, purple coneflower, upland wormwood, green sage and fringed sage. 
 
3.1.1.2 Wildlife 
North Dakota provides refuge to approximately 81 species of mammals, 223 species of 
breeding birds, 15 species of reptiles, 11 species of amphibians, and 95 species of fish. The 
Department is responsible for management of these species and has legal authority over all fish 
and wildlife within the State.  
 
Resident game species include mule deer, pronghorn, bighorn sheep, elk, and moose, wild 
turkey, sharp-tailed grouse, prairie chickens, Hungarian partridge, pheasants, ruffed grouse, 
cottontails, and tree squirrels. Hunted migratory birds include mourning doves, snipe, coots, 
cranes, mergansers, woodcocks, geese, ducks, and swans. Some species of neotropical birds 
that migrate through North Dakota include bobolinks, lark buntings, grasshopper sparrows, and 
dickcissels, sedge wrens, red-winged blackbirds, grasshopper sparrows, savannah sparrows, 
common yellow throats, lark buntings, and Baird’s sparrows. Table 2 identifies 100 species of 
conservation priority that have been identified in the Department’s Wildlife Action Plan (WAP) 
(Table 2). 
 
3.1.1.3 T&E Species 
Threatened and Endangered species that are present in North Dakota include whooping crane, 
black-footed ferret, piping plover, pallid sturgeon, interior least tern, gray wolf, American 
burying beetle, and western prairie fringed orchid. Sage grouse, Dakota skipper, and Sprague’s 
pipit are listed as candidate species.  
 
3.1.2 Environmental Consequences 
Impacts to biological resources would be considered significant if activities resulted in long term 
environmental impacts to vegetation, negative impacts to game species rose to a level of 
concern, or there is incidental take of a protected species or its habitat. 
 
3.1.2.1 Proposed Action (Preferred Alternative) 
Vegetation  
There may be minor, short term impacts to standing vegetation during the peak of the hunting 
season from walking access foot traffic. Lands enrolled in the WRP Incentive program are 
required to allow walk in hunting for a period of thirty years. Walk in access for hunting is 
compatible with WRP as referenced in Title 440 Wetland Reserve Program Manual 514.62 (A) 
(1) Compatible Uses: 
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WRP lands may be used for compatible economic uses, if such use is permitted by the 
warranty easement deed or 30-year contract, or authorized under the WRPO or a CUA, if 
applicable. The warranty easement deed or 30-year contract identifies that certain 
activities, such as undeveloped hunting and fishing pursuant to State and Federal 
regulations in effect at the time, is compatible with WRP and thus is a reserved right. 
Most other activities require site specific evaluation prior to determining whether such 
activities are compatible. 

Because landowners enrolled in WRP reserve the rights to control access, activities such as walk 
in hunting are allowed and considered compatible with WRP and the activity is not considered 
an extenuating circumstance identified during the site specific EE reviews that NRCS completes 
for individual WRP contracts. 
 
In addition to walking access foot traffic from hunting, there may be minor, short term impacts 
to standing vegetation at the time of actual boundary signing from ATV or foot traffic. Lands 
enrolled using VPA-HIP funds will have signs and posts placed around the boundary to identify 
those lands as available for walk in public hunting. Title 440 Wetland Reserve Program Manual 
Part 514.44 (d) (5) (IV) states that NRCS must comply with NEPA, the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA), and other applicable Federal requirements. WRP is implemented according to the new 
2008 Act requirements under the Interim Final Rule developed by NRCS. A final Programmatic 
Environmental Assessment for WRP was completed in January 2009 and evaluated the 
potential environmental effects of the proposed actions from a broad scale national 
perspective. In the WRP Programmatic EA, Finding of No Significant Impact Section IV, two 
alternatives were analyzed and are characterized as follows: 

Alternative 1: No Action – No implementation of WRP  
Alternative 2: Proposed Alternative (Preferred Alternative) – WRP is implemented 
according to the new 2008 Act requirements under the Interim Final Rule developed by 
NRCS. 
 

Although the Proposed Alternative (Alternative 2) in the EA would not have any direct 
environmental effects, the potential indirect and cumulative environmental effects from 
application of conservation practices under WRP were also evaluated in general terms and 
contexts.  By following the standard procedures outlined in the 2008 Act requirements, which 
includes installation of signage, no significant impacts would be realized. Additionally, NRCS 
prepares documentation of a site-specific environmental evaluation (EE), by completing Form 
NRCS-CPA-52, for individual WRP contracts to ensure that no extenuating circumstances occur 
that were not contemplated in the programmatic EA analysis. Copies of site-specific EE (NRCS-
CPA-52) records will be requested for each parcel of land enrolled in the PLOTS program. 
 
Placing area markers and witness posts with easement signs is a normal procedure for 
implementing the program according to the 2008 Act requirements as referenced in Title 440 
Wetland Reserve Program Manual Part 514.33 (b) (3) Procuring the Easement Boundary Survey: 

NRCS will ensure that all easement boundary surveys are completed and digitized 
according to the NRCS easement programs’ land survey specifications provided as an 
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exhibit in subpart J. NRCS will ensure that all easement area markers and witness posts 
with easement boundary signs are installed by the time the easement is recorded. 

 
Since placing area markers and witness posts with easement signs is a normal procedure for 
implementing the program according to the 2008 Act requirements under the Interim Final 
Rule, it has not been identified in the final EA and is not listed as an extenuating circumstance in 
the site-specific environmental evaluations, therefore, it is expected there will be no significant 
environmental impacts from implementing the Proposed Action.  
 
Wildlife 
The Department is in charge of managing the state’s wildlife resources.  Hunting is an essential 
management tool that is used in wildlife management. The Department conducts wildlife 
population surveys and censuses and determines populations’ sizes and sets population goals 
an objective for game species. The Department also has an extensive habitat development 
program to develop and manage wildlife habitat on private and public lands. The Department is 
also very active in working with state and national leaders to ensure wildlife habitat and 
conservation is considered in farm bill programs.  Based on population surveys, habitat 
conditions, trends, and public input, the Department determines the appropriate number of 
licenses to issue for each species in each area of the state. Expanding participation in the WRP 
Incentive program to increase hunting opportunities would not result in adverse impacts to 
game species’ populations. 
 
T&E Species 
Increased hunting opportunities may increase temporary disturbance of some species, but it is 
not expected to have long term environmental impacts to T&E species. Boundary signing and 
hunting activities primarily occur outside the breeding and nesting season time frames for 
many species. Disturbance to habitat for T&E species is also expected to be minimal and is not 
expected to have long term environmental impacts from implementing the Proposed Action. 
 
3.1.2.2 No Action 
Under the No Action alternative, the WRP Incentive program would not be expanded and no 
additional public access for this program would be secured using VPA-HIP funds. The current 
public access programs would continue to be available, but the WRP Incentive program would 
not be expanded to help the Department reach its goal of 20,000 acres enrolled.  
 
3.2 Recreation 
Recreation includes those outdoor activities that take place away from the residence of the 
participant. North Dakota offers a wide variety of recreational opportunities to its residents. 
Recreational activities that are common in North Dakota include hunting, fishing, wildlife 
viewing, camping, golfing, boating, skiing, hiking, and biking. According to the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation. Non-
resident and resident hunters totaled 128,000 individuals in the 2006 survey. The participation 
rate of resident hunters in North Dakota is 17 percent. Hunting-related expenditures amounted 



Programmatic Environmental Assessment for Voluntary Public Access Habitat Incentive Program State of North Dakota 
 

Chapter 3  North Dakota 3-13 

to $130 million of revenue for the State of North Dakota. For the purpose of this PEA, 
recreation focuses on hunting opportunities. 
 
3.2.1 Affected Environment 
Because the land that could be enrolled in the WRP Incentive program is privately held, access 
to this land for recreational activities is presently controlled by landowners. However, there is 
public land available for recreation across the state such as North Dakota Game and Fish 
Department Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Waterfowl 
Production Areas (WPAs) and National Wildlife Refuges (NWRs), North Dakota Game and Fish 
Department Conservation PLOTS (Private Land Open To Sportsmen) program acres, State Land 
Department School Trust lands, and others. Public land provides recreational activities such as 
hunting, hiking, camping, fishing, biking, and backpacking. Hunting and fishing require State-
issued licenses for both public and private land. 
 
3.2.2 Environmental Consequences 
Impacts to recreation would be considered significant if they drastically reduced, increased, or 
removed available public or private lands designated for recreation or significantly degraded 
the quality of the recreation.  
 
3.2.2.1 Proposed Action (Preferred Alternative) 
Implementation of the Proposed Action will have long term beneficial impacts to recreation, for 
up to 30 years. Lands that may have been closed to hunting, or limited to family or friends will 
now be made available to the public for a period of up to 30 years. Lands enrolled with be 
identified with boundary signs as well as in an annual Conservation PLOTS Guide atlas, available 
free to the public. The increased availability of public access may increase hunting expenditures 
and improve local socioeconomic issues.  
 
3.2.2.2 No Action 
Under the No Action alternative, the WRP Incentive program would not be expanded and no 
additional public access for this program would be secured using VPA-HIP funds. The current 
public access programs would continue to be available, but the WRP Incentive program would 
not be expanded to help the Department reach its goal of 20,000 acres enrolled.  
 
3.3 Socioeconomics 
Socioeconomic analyses generally include investigations of population, income, employment, 
and housing conditions of a specific area. Socioeconomic issues that are significant and 
considered in detail in this analysis are revenue for local and economies, landowner 
payments/income and recreation spending. 
 
3.3.1 Affected Environment 
North Dakota’s population is 646,844 according to the U.S. Census Bureau 2009 estimate. The 
State of North Dakota’s population is predominantly white (91.1%), followed by American 
Indian and Alaska Native persons (5.6%). North Dakota has approximately 30,000 family farms 
and ranches. The average North Dakota farm is 1,300 acres. Nearly 24 percent of North 
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Dakota’s people are employed directly by production agriculture or in agriculture-related 
industries. More than 39 million acres is in farms and ranches. 
 
3.3.2 Environmental Consequences 
Impacts to socioeconomics would be considered significant if they drastically reduced or 
increased landowner income or revenue from goods and services and other hunting related 
expenditures.  
 
3.3.2.1 Proposed Action (Preferred Alternative) 
Lands enrolled in this program will increase recreational opportunities for the hunting public. 
There is a potential for slight increased revenue into local and rural economies due to hunters 
travelling to these areas; spending money in local motels, gas stations, cafes and 
establishments. Lands enrolled in this program will be available to the public for thirty years, 
expanding these benefits even further. Private landowners will also benefit by receiving 
payments for allowing public access. Increased hunting access may increase license sales and 
revenue for the Department, increasing its ability to effectively manage the state’s fish and 
wildlife population. 
 
3.3.2.2 No Action 
Under the No Action alternative, the WRP Incentive program would not be expanded and no 
additional public access for this program would be secured using VPA-HIP funds. The current 
public access programs would continue to be available, but the WRP Incentive program would 
not be expanded to help the Department reach its goal of 20,000 acres enrolled. There would 
be no improvements to local socioeconomic issues and the long term benefits of a walk in 
access program would not be realized. Current trends of fewer access opportunities would 
result in less hunting, resulting in less revenue from goods and services in local communities 
and fewer expenditures and license sales for the Department. 
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Chapter 4 CUMULATIVE IMPACTS AND IRREVERSIBLE AND IRRETRIEVEABLE 

COMMITMENT OF RESOURCES 

4.1 Cumulative Impacts 
As defined by CEQ regulations: 
“Cumulative impact is the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact 
of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions 
regardless of what agency (‘Federal or non-Federal’) or person undertakes such other actions. 
Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking 
place over a period of time.” (40 CFR 30 part 1508.7, 2004) 
 
In this PEA, the affected environment for cumulative impacts includes all of the State of North 
Dakota since the WRP Incentive program is available statewide; therefore, the proposed walk in 
access projects could occur anywhere in the state on private land. In addition to VPA-HIP, 
several other Federal and state programs in North Dakota focus on conservation. Federal 
programs include the Conservation Reserve Program, Grassland Reserve Program, Wildlife 
Habitat Incentives Program, Environmental Quality Incentives Program, and the Wetlands 
Reserve Program. State programs include other Department private land access programs such 
as the CRP Access Program, Habitat Plot Program, Working Lands Program, Food Plot Program, 
and Private Forest Conservation Program.  
 
When considered in combination with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 
actions, the incremental impact of the Proposed Action is expected to result in net positive 
impacts to biological and recreational resources. No negative cumulative impacts to any other 
resources are expected.  
 
4.2 Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitment of Resources 
As required by NEPA, any irreversible and irretrievable commitments of resources that would 
be involved in the Proposed Action should it be implemented must be identified in the EA. 
Irreversible and irretrievable resource commitments are related to the use of non-renewable 
resources and the effect that this use may have on future generations. Irreversible 
commitments are those that consume a specific resource that is renewable only over a long 
time period. Irretrievable commitments are those that consume a specific resource that is 
neither renewable nor recoverable for use by future generations. No irreversible or 
irretrievable resource commitments are expected from implementation of the Proposed Action. 
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Chapter 5 MITIGATION MEASURES 
 
5.1 Mitigation 
The purpose of mitigation is to avoid, minimize, or eliminate significant negative impacts on 
affected resources. There are no expected long-term, significant negative impacts associated 
with implementation of the Proposed Action in North Dakota.  
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 Matthew T. Ponish, National Environmental Compliance Manager, United States 
Department of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, Washington, DC 
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Table 2. North Dakota Game and Fish Department’s Species of Conservation Priority Identified in the Wildlife Action Plan. 
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